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Creating a
National Heritage Area
for the
Coteau Region
What is a National Heritage Area?
“…A special place where natural, cultural, historic, 
and scenic resources combine to form a cohesive, 
nationally distinctive landscape arising from 
patterns of human activity shaped by geography.  
These patterns make National Heritage Areas 
representative of the national experience through 
the physical features that remain and the 
traditions that have evolved within them.”
- National Park Service
Current NHAs
• 37 NHAs
• Clustered in the Eastern half of the U.S.
• Closest is the Silos and Smokestacks
NHA in Iowa
• National Park Service affiliation and 
branding
• Local and regional creation and 
management
Support for heritage areas begins at the 
grassroots level, through collaboration 
with:
•Citizens of the Coteau des Prairies 
region, including existing heritage 
interest groups
•Local, regional, and state historical 
societies and museums
•Scholars from local and state colleges 
and universities
•Tribal representatives
•Local and state governments
•Business owners
Why NHA?
Establishing regional support and then 
hopefully securing NHA status
• Enhances community involvement in historic 
preservation and environmental conservation
• Brings regional organizations devoted to those goals 
into a more collaborative relationship
• Helps secure initial financial assistance that will
leverage support from other sources
• National recognition through NPS branding 
enhances visibility
Getting started
Establishing a non-profit Coteau des Prairies 
Corridor Association
Representatives of those with a stake in this 
heritage project will set the course: 
- Mission
- Goals
- Long-term planning
Why the Coteau?
1. Geography
Approximately 200 miles in length 
and 100 miles in width, the Coteau is 
one of the most prominent landforms 
in the Midwest.  
Why the Coteau?
2. Ecology
The Coteau contains much of what is 
left of its native tallgrass prairie -- the 
prairie recognized by many 
Americans as being “the” prairie in 
spite of its fragility and rarity.
Why the Coteau?
3. History
The human history of the Coteau, 
including centuries-long American 
Indian history and nineteenth century 
exploration and settlement by whites, 
has helped establish it as a complex 
historical context for the Upper 
Midwest.
Coteau des Prairies Features
•Buffalo Ridge -- Lincoln and Pipestone Counties in 
Minnesota; Brookings County in South Dakota
•Pipestone Quarries and National Monument
•Jeffers Petroglyphs
•Pipestone Historic District
•Laura Ingalls Wilder Homestead
•Touch the Sky Prairie
•County historical societies and museums
•State parks -- Split Rock Creek (MN); Blue Mounds 
(MN); Lake Shetek (MN); Palisades (SD)
Challenges to National Designation
• Forging an original, nationally relevant 
narrative theme:
The theme must communicate that the Coteau is  
unique and nationally important without relying on
agricultural themes.
• Possible compromised integrity of landscape:
It is possible that the widespread construction of 
wind turbines -- while good news in all sorts of other 
ways -- could prove to be a detriment because the 
land does not look the way it did years ago.
“Plan B”
If the Coteau region might work better as a 
regional heritage area (or does not qualify for 
NHA status), no effort has been wasted!
Local and regional partnerships already in place
will seek
• regional designation
• funding for preservation projects
What’s next?
The Critical Steps
1. Formation of Association
The Association will:
• Encourage grassroots interest and ensure that 
regional citizens including tribal 
representatives provide input
• Coordinate the necessary research and 
documentation to make a case for national 
designation while establishing itself as an 
advocate for preservation projects generally
• Solicit local government and state support
What’s next?
The Critical Steps
2. Seeking Congressional approval for a 
study
NPS officials will separately evaluate the 
suitability of the Coteau des Prairies 
Heritage Corridor for adoption as a 
National Heritage Area, including its ability 
to sustain itself after initial funding ends
The National Park Service’s
Critical Steps
1. Completion of a suitability/feasibility study
2. Public involvement in the 
suitability/feasibility study
3. Demonstration of widespread public 
support among heritage area residents for 
the proposed designation
4. Commitment to the proposal from key 
constituents, which may include 
governments, industry, and private, non-
profit organizations, in addition to area 
residents
NPS Suggested Criteria
These 10 criteria constitute the 
feasibility/suitability study…
They help assess whether an area may 
qualify as a national heritage area and 
must be documented
NPS Criteria
1. The area has an assemblage of natural, 
historic, or cultural resources that together 
represent distinctive aspects of American 
heritage worthy of recognition, 
conservation, interpretation, and continuing 
use, and are best managed as such an 
assemblage through partnerships among 
public and private entities, and by 
combining diverse and sometimes 
noncontiguous resources and active 
communities.
NPS Criteria
2. The area reflects traditions, customs, 
beliefs, and folk life that are a valuable 
part of the national story.
3.  The area provides outstanding 
opportunities to conserve natural, 
cultural, historic, and/or scenic 
features.
NPS Criteria
4. The area provides outstanding 
recreational and educational 
opportunities.
5. Resources that are important to the 
identified theme or themes of the area 
retain a degree of integrity capable of 
supporting interpretation.
NPS Criteria
6. Residents, business interests, non-
profit organizations, and governments 
within the proposed area that are 
involved in the planning have 
developed a conceptual financial plan 
that outlines the roles for all
participants including the federal 
government, and have demonstrated 
support for designation of the area.
NPS Criteria
7. The proposed management entity and units 
of government supporting the designation 
are willing to commit to working in 
partnership to develop the heritage area.
8.  The proposal is consistent with continued 
economic activity in the area.
NPS Criteria
9. A conceptual boundary map is 
supported by the public.
10.  The management entity proposed to 
plan and implement the project is 
described.
After the study
Depending on the outcome of the 
National Park Service study, it -- the 
NPS -- will make a recommendation to 
Congress…
Congress makes the decision.
In the meantime…
This is the beginning of the process of 
establishing the Association.
Get involved by contacting John Wagner at the 
Pipestone County Economic Development 
Authority
john@pceda.org
507.348.7078
Thanks!
Creating the
Coteau des Prairies
National Heritage Corridor
Association
What does an Association do?
• Brings together interested parties 
and seeks the participation of other 
stakeholders
• Serves as the first management 
entity for a heritage area, via its 
governing board
• Sets initial goals
Association rather than 
Commission
There are two types of advocacy 
organizations for potential 
NHAs:
1. Commissions
2. Associations
Commissions
These are the “dinosaurs” of the NHA 
application process
•Commissions are directed by the 
legislation
•Members are appointed by the 
secretary of the interior.  Thus, 
they are representatives of the 
secretary and the federal 
government
•Congress wants them phased out
Associations
These are established by interested 
citizens and public officials
•Non-profit, non-governmental 
organizations
•Decisions are made by local 
stakeholders
•Board members are elected by the 
membership
Getting Started
As few as two individuals may form 
the Coteau des Prairies Corridor 
Association
•Articles of Incorporation are drafted
•Small (6-10 person) task force 
comprised of key heritage 
partners/land stewards begin 
initial planning
•Grassroots support is key once 
membership opens up
The Membership
Should be drawn from
• Citizens of the Coteau des Prairies region, 
including existing heritage interest groups
• Local, regional, and state historical societies 
and museums
• Scholars from local and state colleges and 
universities
• Tribal representatives
• Local and state governments
• Business owners
Membership Elects Board
The Board of Directors is elected 
annually
•12-27 members
•1/3 are officers
•should meet quarterly
•supported administratively by 
Association office staff (approx 
3-6)
Membership Elects Board
•Executive Director
•A rep from each county or 
two-county partnership 
(recommended because of 
number in Coteau)
•Rep(s) from states, DNR, 
and state/county historical 
societies
•Community reps, including 
tribal reps
•Commerce rep from state, or 
independent business
Board Forms Committees
To achieve goals set by membership, 
the Board divides its focus
Examples could include:
•Historical and cultural resources
•Interpretation and education
•Preservation and conservation
•Economic Development
•Recreation
•Tourism
•Research
Committees Direct Research 
and Planning
•Ethnographic
•Historical
•Archeological
•Geological and ecological
•Economic assessment
•Fine-tuning of theme and 
supporting documents
These components are necessary 
for successful implementation 
of a management plan
Primary Task in the 
First Year
The Board
1.  Fosters partnerships --
grassroots support and a 
diverse group of 
contributors is key
2.  Conducts a feasibility and 
sustainability study with advice 
from NPS -- key preparation for 
appeal to Congress
Next steps
The Board
1. Assesses strength of National 
Heritage Area application itself
2. Appeals to Congress with the goal 
of the Congressional “green light”
for the NPS to conduct a separate 
feasibility and sustainability study
3. Maintains partnerships while this 
process is underway
A Timeline
Example: Erie Canalway NHA
See http://www.eriecanalway.org
Get Involved
Contact:
John Wagner, Director
Pipestone County Economic 
Development Authority
john@pceda.org
507.348.7078
Thanks!
